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Over the past decade, it has become increasingly popular to position design as an
excellent tool for companies and organisations to foster innovation and growth. As an
adaptable practice design can be applied to serve many ends, and in the field of
sustainable transition design has the potential to create new solutions due to its
capacity to ‘reframe’ large-scale problems of a ‘wicked’ nature. However, as we will
argue in this paper, the innovation and change promoted through design risks
becoming merely a vehicle for promoting the values associated with 20th century
neoliberal capitalism. We therefore want to question the role of design as a managerial
tool and ask: How might design be used as an ethical transition in organisations and
not merely be hijacked as an opportunistic vehicle for streamlining, optimisation and
growth? This tension field is highlighted through a showcasing of a research
programme about sustainable development, innovation and change conducted
together with the world’s largest player in the fur industry: Kopenhagen Fur.
design management, design anthropology, design for transition, innovation
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Introduction

The main aim of this paper is to raise awareness of the responsibility of designers working in
industry or in collaborative projects with industry and, in particular, our own role as design
researchers. As the borderlines between practice, industry and research within the design
community are steadily becoming more fluid in an attempt of “Creating Economic Value by Design”
(title of paper by Heskett, 2008), we wish to ask the question: How may value be created through
design in such a way that it ensures critical thinking and genuine positive change?
The responsibility that designers take on by proposing new solutions and changing practices and
products has been problematized in various ways in the design literature. Papanek (2005) in
particular made this a central element of his ecological critique. What often emerges is a question of
what the proposed change is for and, especially, for whom. As Julier (2014) explains, over the last
four decades design has aligned itself with neoliberal tendencies in consumer economies. In the
=process of extending the scope of private companies, design has been used as a process of change,
to optimise production, create new markets and reach new consumers. Although Julier’s
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike
4.0 International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

observations should probably not be taken to represent all design practices, he problematizes the
role of design as a means and not an end, and establishes the connection between neoliberal
economic practice and design. Consequently, different approaches have been proposed to equip
design with the ability to create ideologically driven design – whether by “queering processes” to
create diversity in HCI design (Light 2011), or by acknowledging the responsibility of implementing
design products that promote specific values (Gray & Boling 2016).
The tendencies that Julier describes make design an obvious partner of management. Hence, the
development of design management can be seen as a natural development in the interest of private
companies. The main purpose of this paper is to expose this connection and to propose measures
that will help designers and companies align their proposed products and services with the value of
sustainability. Hence, we address the field of design research and specifically design management,
and we propose elements of critical theory aimed at exposing the false consciousness embedded in
industrial practices thus helping designers steer their products and services towards their intended
goals. Subsequently we wish to open a discussion about interdisciplinary and theoretical
development in design that can push actual practices within the design community. We will do so by
presenting a case study that exemplifies the challenges and the need for critical reflection when
attempting to use design as a tool for sustainable change.
Firstly, we present the way in which the understanding of sustainability has developed within
organisational and management theories, and we outline the ongoing and growing critique from
particularly consumer studies directing the issue of establishing a better link between production
and consumption. We frame this discussion by focusing on positions within the area of fashion and
sustainability, since this is particularly relevant for our case. Next, we emphasise how design might
become a vital tool to overcome some of the barriers for sustainable development in this sector, but
also warn that design might be employed as a tool for merely supporting and sustaining the
neoliberal economic paradigm of the 19thand 20th centuries. Based on these considerations we move
into a presentation of the overall framework and aims of the research case study, after which
preliminary findings and reflections are showcased. Finally, in light of the highly complex case study,
we will discuss and reflect on ways and approaches that might push more critical potential − and
ultimately more sustainable − industry practices.

2

Sustainability and fashion

After decades of ignoring and actively resisting the need for change towards more environmentally
and socially sustainable practices the fashion industry has gradually introduced initiatives dedicated
to structural change, the annual global event ‘Fashion Summit’ in Copenhagen being one example of
this transition. As in any industry, what constitutes sustainability is difficult to define, and a general
consensus is absent. With the promise of circular economy models, however, companies are looking
towards a holistic approach and what is popularly known as ‘closing the loop’. Based on an economic
logic that promises to deliver savings as well as the opportunity for growth, the model seems to
deliver both sustainability and profit. A comprehensive discussion of circular economy models lies
beyond the scope of this paper, but we will identify two aspects that are directly relevant to the
discussion of design and sustainable transition in organisations, namely the relationship between
growth and sustainable production and the integration of production and consumption. In this
section of the paper, we will specifically focus on the discussion as it has been playing out in the area
of organisation and management studies, as well as consumption studies.
In an article on ‘prosumption’ (2013), Ritzer describes the historical bias towards production in social
research. He argues that historically throughout economic and sociological theory, production has
been seen as the central sphere in terms of value creation:
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The emphasis on production is found in the work of the classical social theorists, most
notably Karl Marx (as well as Adam Smith). In the labour theory of value that lies at the
heart of Marx’s theory of capitalism, it is production (work, labour) that gives
commodities their value. Consumption, especially the ‘‘demand’’ of consumers, plays no
role in the value of commodities which is determined by the labour involved in them
(Ritzer 2013, p. 5-6). And further: …to the degree that there was a concern for
consumption in Weber’s work on the protestant ethic, it was ultimately on the
propensity of the protestants to value frugality; to consume as little as possible (Ritzer
2013, p. 6).
The focus on production is not limited to social science studies but can be identified in management
practices as well. Producing goods for consumption has been the sole focus of fashion companies,
and what happens after they are sold has been of little interest to companies, at least the companies
that sold the merchandise in the first place. Often unnoticed, companies belonging to another
industry, waste management, have been involved in handling the goods once consumers discarded
them, sometimes intersected by a third sector, i.e. organisations that collect and sell second-hand
objects. The sequence of separate companies, consumers and organisations creates a linear
structure leading from sourcing to landfill with very little material or informational feed-back up the
commodity chain.
The role of consumption, as such, has not been identified as central to value creation, and arguably
this bias has prompted very little interest in consumption studies beyond the area of marketing.
Consumption studies have, of course, spurred their own areas of critical research, and the role of
consumption practices in everyday life has been identified (Miller 2012, Slater 1998, Hebdige 1979),
as has the essential role of consumer objects in identity work (Belk 1988, McCracken 2005) and
socialities (e.g. Cova & Cova 2001). More recently, the bias towards acquisition has been
problematized (Graeber 2011, Gregson et al. 2007), and even the practices involved in parting with
consumer objects have been described (Gregson et al. 2007). Although some – Ritzer most notably –
have approached production and consumption as interrelated, mostly production is seen as the
creation of value and consumption as the destruction of this value (Marx 1976, Graeber 2011).
By introducing a circular model integrating the spheres of production, consumption and resource
management the main activity becomes a consideration for the next steps in the chain, which
prompts information to flow up the commodity chain. Thus, circular models are promoted as:
‘restorative and regenerative by design and aim to keep products, components, and materials at
their highest utility and value at all times’ (Ellen MacArthur Foundation 2015). Driving on such ideas,
it seems obvious that the field of design, with its shift of interest from production to use experience,
has something to offer. As expressed by Yee, Jefferies and Michlewski (2017): “If the 20th century has
been about the story of design and designers, the 21st century will be about the users of design.” As
we will demonstrate later with our study, this shift in focus bears a potential for sustainable change
in a sector such as the fashion industry.

3

Design management – for profit or prosperity?

When looking at the way in which design has been developed as a managerial tool, it is an area that
covers a variety of approaches. As stated by Erichsen and Christensen in a review of design
management literature, the area has expanded immensely over the last few decades within design
community circles and publications. Fuelled by scholarly areas such as management, design,
marketing, strategy and organisational theory, design management is a melting pot of what is
termed ‘cross fertilization’ between practice-driven knowledge (conceptual) and design,
management and theory-driven knowledge (analytical), which is being applied specifically in relation
to topics such as product development, marketing management and organisational management
(Erichsen & Christensen 2013, p. 110). According to Buchanan, applying design as a kind of ‘thinking’
and value creation appears at four different levels or orders of design, namely 1. symbolic and visual
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communication, 2. material objects, 3. activities and organised services, and 4. complex systems or
environments for living, working, playing, and learning (Buchanan 1992, p. 9-10). These levels were
later transformed by the Danish Design Centre (danskdesigncenter.dk 2015) and also by Design
Management Europe (here in Best, 2015) into the ‘Design Ladder’ model that can be directly applied
as a managerial measurement tool for design implementation in companies and organisations.
Elaborating on this model Miller and Moultrie argue that in order for a company or an organisation
to obtain ‘Design Leadership’ it must be able to navigate between three levels of design
management: the operational level, in which actual design projects are coordinated; the functional
level, where design is integrated into all business functions, and the strategic level, where a design
vision for a given company has been defined (Miller & Moultrie 2013, p. 164). If design incorporates
such a potent formula for development and innovation, an obvious question for these aspirations of
the design community is: What is design? What kinds of value does it actually create? And who are
we talking about when we speak about ‘designers’? This issue has recently been debated by several
scholars now that design and design thinking seem to be the new buzzwords of business and
management. Kimbell for one has categorised design thinking as a cognitive style with a focus on
design as an ability to solve complex problems; a general theory of design leveraging various levels in
which design might be understood and operationalised, and finally design thinking as an
organisational resource whereby innovation emerges as a result of designerly ways of thinking and
doing (Kimbell 2015). What she also problematizes is the idea that designers are the ‘main agents in
design’ (ibid, p. 301) and, drawing on practice theory, she argues that design activities as ways of
practicing can be conducted by a line of agencies (Kimbell 2012). As such, she concurs with Manzini,
who defines performers of ‘expert design’ as “professional designers, design researchers, design
schools, design-related media and cultural institutions” (Manzini 2014, p. 107). The idea that
designers and ‘designerly thinking’ (Cross 1995) can create value in society can be traced back to the
concept of “reframing” as defined by e.g. Dorst (2015). In his book of 1980: How Designers Think –
The Design Process Demystified, Lawson elaborates on the way in which designers allegedly seek not
only to solve the problem at hand, but rather to problematize the whole ‘framing’ of the problem
through what he calls escalation. Accordingly, this ability to totally ‘reframe’ the design problem and
bring it to a larger scale is here perceived as holding the very essence of the value that designers
create (Lawson 1980). When looking at these texts and the body of knowledge they build on that
goes back to the early writings of design scholars in the 1960s, it is obvious that a vital premise is a
legitimisation and positioning of design as equal in its own right, not only in the hierarchies of the
arts in general, or, as formulated by Williams, as a provider of consumer goods for industry without
creative autonomy (Williams 2009), but also as a partaker of business, organisations and the
development of society at large.
Hence, we will concur that in the present transition economy, in which ethics and sustainability are
seen as a key positioning compass for companies (Gardien et al. 2014), there is an actual need to
critically revise − or reframe − the aspirations of the design community. A representative example to
investigate could be the 2012 report by the European Design Leadership Board, Design for Growth
and Prosperity, that aims to “ensure the success of embedding design in innovation in Europe.”
What is meant by growth and prosperity in this context is defined as promoting
..the increased use of design in European industry to encourage synergies in support of
economic growth, environmental regeneration, and the raising of social and emotional value,
whilst respecting the need for renewable and endogenous resources (Thomson & Koskinen
2012, p. 8).
However, whereas the concern for the environment seems to be only sporadic throughout the
report, it seems that the central aim is to promote design as a main driver of innovation “for
companies across Europe to support the uptake and integration of design and design management
as a strategic tool for growth” (ibid, p. 9). Social change and well-being is also mentioned very
centrally, but it does seem that the ‘reframing’ of business-as-usual does not automatically reach a
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societal systems level; apparently, as a design community, we can question the framework and
operations of a business or social sector, but we do not question the entire value system and the
economic culture. Hence, in the aspirations for legitimisation, we warn that design, from this
perspective, might become a mere opportunistic tool for the existing system, rather than an actual
tool for questioning the status quo.
The manifest of the organisation “Danish Designers” (Grønbech & Valad-Amland 2010) states that
the key role of designers and design in the 21st century is to create innovation that stimulates social
responsibility, economic gain and environmental concern in the tension field of the so-called ‘Triple
Bottom Line’ of ‘people, planet and profit’, defined by Elkington (1997) and later revised by e.g.
Jackson (2009) to ‘people, planet and prosperity’. The differentiation between the former and the
latter is well expressed through the ideas of Ehrenfeld, who argues that the time has come to leave
behind the idea that sustainability can be driven by the mere reduction of environmental problems,
by technology or upcycling – what could be understood as design for profit or sustaining business-asusual – and instead promote what he terms sustainability-as-flourishing, defined as follows:
“Sustainability is the possibility that humans and other life will flourish on the planet forever”
(Ehrenfeld 2014, p. 59). He further poses “the key question […] what, if any, is the role, or roles, for
designers […] in any program aimed at creating sustainability-as-flourishing?” (Ehrenfeld 2014, p. 59)
and promotes ‘transformative design’ as a key: “sustainability-as-flourishing is the epitome of a
wicked problem” (ibid, p. 61).
In continuation of Ehrenfeld’s statement we concur with Banerjee (2014) that if sustainability-asflourishing, in Ehrenfeld’s understanding, is to be obtained, there is a need to take the concept of
‘reframing’ and ‘escalation’ to a whole new level. Banerjee perceives sustainability as a “superwicked problem,” defined as having: “…most notably the additional attributes of massive scale,
urgency and complex interactions between many subsystems that are themselves wicked problems”
(Banerjee 2014, p. 71). Based on this statement he suggests a “fifth order of design” as a supplement
to Buchanan’s original categorisation, in order to stimulate sustainable development: “Design as
Large-Scale Transformation,” for which he argues as follows: “Given the multi-dimensional nature of
scaled challenges, these new approaches and tools can only be arrived at through the strategic
combination of different disciplines and agencies in order to create new paradigms necessary for
scaled impact” (ibid, p. 74). Below, we will outline an example that illustrates the tension field
between ‘Design for profit’ and ‘Design for prosperity’, and how we as design researchers have tried
to navigate critically in a perhaps somewhat unorthodox and highly complex case study.

4

Case study

Considerations, reflections and proposed and already conducted research of the project presented
in this paper must be seen as one of several outputs resulting from a larger partnership agreement
between Design School Kolding and Kopenhagen Fur, which, apart from teaching formats for fur
design, has delivered a series of scholarly publications as well as so-called ‘artistic development
projects’ made by designers. All deliverables centre around the basic proposition of how design
might help push a more sustainable development and effectively aid a more concise communication
about sustainability for Kopenhagen Fur.
The scholarly approach and methodology of the entire programme and its various sub-projects, the
overarching ‘umbrella’ approach, is strategic design management, looking into ways in which design
might bring value to the strategic operations in terms of particularly creative development,
marketing, communication and consumer relations. Of particular importance is how to develop and
improve the synergy between the furrier and the design studio of the company and align it with the
corporate strategy, rather than having the studio isolated and detached from the overall strategic
concerns and activities. The programme also focusses on how collaborations with other companies,
design schools and young design talents might better display and strengthen the overall vision and
mission of the company – in this case to be the most sustainable fur auction house in the world.
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Following Heskett, this could mean levering the company’s approach to design from interpreting and
reproducing (OEM) and expressing (OBM), to making use of design as a core part of the company’s
strategic planning (OSM) (Skjold & Lønne 2016).
In order to do so, the first output conducted in the period August 2014–March 2016 was a multidisciplinary research programme mapping barriers and potentials for these propositions in the
report Fur and Sustainability – a Design Perspective (Skjold et al. 2016). This report covered the
entire value chain of fur, together with the company’s existing activities at farm level (level 1 fig. 1).
Also, we defined a position in the debate on sustainability that was placed in the design phase
(rather than production or post-sale), as the designer makes the choices about what kinds of
materials to use; it is also the designer and the brand who decide what kind of consumer behaviour
the product aims to stimulate (see fig. 2).

Figure 1. The report covered the entire value chain of fur from farm level (level 1) and through the subsequent levels until
final disposal. Each of the levels 2-5 in the model identifies the individual scholarly interests of the four post doc.’s involved,
whereas the 6th level was an area of shared interest.

Figure 2. In the report, we defined our position in the field of sustainability as placed in the middle – the design phase – in
which crucial decisions are made regarding both use of materials and products and narratives that stimulate certain kinds
of consumer behaviour.
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Together, the four scholars had working stations physically placed at the company premises where
participant observations were made throughout the entire project period. Also, each of the four
researchers made observations and qualitative interviews together covering design processes of
furriers and designers in the company and in related or other companies, material processes
mapping based on comparative literature studies and mappings of the various practices of the
company, employees in the company and ethnographers and museologists with particular
knowledge about fur and owners of inherited fur; they also participated in relevant company
activities and meetings. The outcome was a series of recommendations for how to move forward
with a strategy for promoting sustainability as integrated in what Heskett terms ‘design as planning’
(in: Dickson & Kristensen 2004). Next, we looked at the recommendations and based a new project
on these recommendations of sub-project 4 on design processes.
The result was the sub-project “Re-Imagine” conducted in the period 2016−2017 (see fig. 3). The
project consisted of the following activities:
•
•
•

Two scholars from the first project developed a set of method cards displaying well-known
design strategies for working with sustainability and dress design, conveyed into particular
approaches for designing with fur that match the findings of the research report
Two designers were hired to each make one collection of garments (a menswear and a
womenswear collection, respectively) in which they tested and integrated the method cards
into their design process and final deliverables.
Seven short films were made as pilot formats for how to communicate narratives embedded
in the project; one film for each of the design projects, and five films that illustrate best
practice examples of existing sustainable practices in the fur industry, namely user
understanding, maintenance, re-design and repair services, rental services and business
models for secondary use.

Re-Imagine

Farm

Cultural History

Material
Processing

Design
Process

Services

Figure 3 displays how the “Re-Imagine” project was based on particularly the sub-project on design process, but also built
on the findings and conclusions of the entire report.

On top of these mentioned activities, a minimum of two design workshops with selected employees
of the company has been taking place each year of the project duration, ensuring that the findings
and reflections of the research team were integrated into company operations. Also, researchers
from the team have participated in the development and execution of supportive marketing events
together with Kopenhagen Fur with the aim of communicating the findings and recommendations of
the programme to various stakeholders and to the general public. As such, the project continues to
stimulate a synergy between the three levels of design management defined by Miller & Moultrie:
First, the operational level, in which design projects are coordinated and conducted, as was the case
with the two collections made by designers. Secondly, the functional level in which design is
integrated into all business functions, as illustrated through the method cards that stimulate crossunit and cross-employee discussions about strategic sustainability approaches conveyed by design.
Finally, the strategic level, in which the entire project pushes to aid the company in defining its
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design ‘vision’, i.e. what kinds of design approaches might be stimulated to support the company’s
mission and vision to become more sustainable in its operations (Miller & Moultrie 2013, p. 164).
This was further highlighted as the project led to a readjustment of a large-scale global talent
competition for approx. 10 selected design schools; the “Re-Imagine” project will from now on form
the basis of the concept, design briefs and realisation of the competition.
Reflecting on these deliverables, we decided, on the basis of the above reflections about
sustainability, fashion, and the outlined ‘design for responsibility’ approach, to focus on the
secondary use phase, as we – in line with e.g. Otto von Busch (2009) – perceive that this level of
operations has been underdeveloped in the fashion industry. What we realized, however, was that
this approach is very much alive and well functioning in the fur industry, and hence a series of ‘best
practice’ examples might be found here that could be an inspiration for our overall concerns.

5

Fur and sustainability – the “Re-New” project

As outlined in the section about sustainability, the post-sale phase of fashion has become a topic of
great debate and interest, in both scholarly and industry circles, in the investigation of potentials and
business models in the so-called circular economy. The slogan ‘repair, reduce, recycle’ promises a
field of innovation for businesses in the fashion sector based on the idea of prolonging the use phase
of garments, or re-circulating raw materials. This ongoing project that we call “Re-New” is being
conducted in the period of August 2017−June 2018. It derives from the recommendations in the
report that are based on the level of use and post-use (fig. 4): the use phase and the secondary use
phase (services, mending, repair, re-design etc.). The recommendations were as follows:
On the basis of Sub-project IV, it is recommended that the company explore existing
practices in China which bear the potential of re-thinking the position of fur. This
position points away from fashion's focus on standardisation and rapid turnovers and
towards long-lasting design that might be adapted to the individual user over time
through re-design services, taking user experiences of a more diverse consumer group
into consideration.
[level VI] …it is recommended that the company explore how recycled fur could be seen
as a way to potentially engage a different group of designers and consequently a
different group of consumers, since it was observed that recycled fur compensated for
ethical concerns and was perceived as a more sustainable choice. Furthermore, recycled
fur is a far more economically available material than new fur, which has been noted to
liberate designers from inhibitions with regard to experimentation (Skjold et al. 2016, p.
52).

Re-Imagine

Farm

Cultural History

Material
Processing

Design
Process

Re-New

Services

Figure 4 displays how the “Re-New” project is a continuation of the project in its entirety, particularly based on the use and
post-use level of the value chain of fur.

The project will consist of the following activities:

166

•
•
•

A design anthropological study of practices of services provided by fur retailers and furriers
in China, Norway and Denmark
Three design projects evolving around mending, re-design, repair and upcycling approaches
which will each result in smaller collections of design objects
Three pilot co-creation workshops with selected users or designers based on upcycling,
mending or repair of inherited or second-hand fur garments.

At this point in the project, we have conducted a field trip to Beijing and Harbin in China on 6−7
October 2017, shared readings and finalised a pilot co-creation workshop with six designers from our
school. We have also initiated the first design project – an upcycling collection of accessories made
of leftover material from the fur studio of the company as well as vintage fur. In the following
section the framework, preliminary findings and reflections from the field trip to China will be
presented.
Part of the ongoing research conducted for this project consists of empirical research into design and
maintenance practices in the fur industry in the form of different types of observations and semistructured interviews. The methodology is mainly derived from business ethnographic approaches
combined with design anthropological elements. Studying business practices from an ethnographic
point of view is based on the assumption that the best way to understand cultural activities, i.e.
other people’s ‘way of life’, is by situating oneself in the physical and to some extent mental space of
the people one studies (Edgerton & Langness 1974). Unlike other methodological approaches to the
study of organisations, ethnography questions the boundaries of organisations by focusing on
informal structures within the organisation (Garsten & Nyqvist 2013) and provides a framework that
highlights their social and cultural context (Moeran 2012, Garsten & Nyqvist 2013, Baba 2012).
During the visits studies ranging from partial to engaged observations (Spradley 1979) were
conducted at a total of 13 different sites. Thirteen semi-structured interviews were conducted on
site, as well as additional casual conversations with employees, owners and customers. The
information gathered has been recorded in written notes, audio-recordings and photographs. The
findings from the visits in China will be supplemented with additional visits in Denmark and Norway.
What has so far been documented is the well-functioning and thriving service system connected
with the sale of fur garments in China, such as maintenance, repair or re-design. In interviews the
owners of fur companies in both Beijing and Harbin made it clear that offering these services to their
customers is highly important. In all of the 13 visited stores repair and re-design services are carried
out, and many owners expressed pride in offering the best services (see fig. 5).
The visibility of service centres especially in Harbin is testament to their, at least symbolic,
importance. Inside the service centres, whether prominently displayed in the store or separated
from the shopping area, furriers and semi-skilled employees perform a variety of practices (see fig.
5). The most common repair practices are replacing buttons and jewellery embellishments popular
with many customers. These can be performed while the customer waits. More extensive changes,
such as dyeing or redesigning the style of the product, take longer (see fig. 6). These observations
serve only as examples at this point.
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Figure 5: Service centre in Harbin fur store. Located right inside the entrance, and surrounded by glass, the symbolic
function of repair and redesign as part of the shopping experience is evident.

Figure 6: Fur coat that has been disassembled, re-dyed and stretched before being sewn back together.
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6

Discussion

The case of fur as material is exceedingly complex, both culturally and ethically, and is far too
comprehensive to be included in this paper. What is important in this context is the fact that the
tension field between ‘People, Planet and Prosperity’ is obviously very present here. The so-called
‘fur controversy’ (Olson & Goodnight 1994), the anti-fur movement, which started in Britain in the
early 1980s, is still causing heated discussions, as it has come to epitomise the gulf between, on the
one hand the anthroposcene idea of the last few centuries that we as humans see nature, as Kant
said, “…as a means to an end. And that end is Man” (Kant 1930 in: ibid, p. 254), and on the other
hand the ecocentric idea that we as humans are part of nature and have no right to exploit it (Imran
et al. 2014). Many reasons have been given for why fur as a material has been placed so centrally in
this discussion (e.g. Emberly 1998, Skjold & Csaba 2018), but the fact of the matter is that a number
of brands, design schools and consumers today choose not to make use of fur based on ethical
considerations. In this paper, we want to suggest a path for design research in a case study such as
this, especially in the context of management that allows for real engagement but also establishes a
platform from which the role of design can be examined critically. In order to do so we turn to the
cultural theories associated with the Frankfurt School.
The critique proposed by philosophers and theorists associated with the Frankfurt School is
dedicated to the exposure of false ideologies. As such, it is an invasive and thorough exposure of the
values and beliefs underlying contemporary society. Their critical departure continues the European
tradition in critical thinking and owes much of its perspectives to Marx and Engels offering a
materialist perspective that investigates the human condition in an industrialised society. What
Adorno and Horkheimer, the two central figures of the Frankfurt School from the 1930s to the
1960s, propose is a fundamental critique of the way societal institutions, such as bureaucracy and
capitalism, marginalise people’s opportunities for leading meaningful lives (Adorno & Horkheimer
2002). The critique also includes ecological sustainability in industrialised societies, and although this
is particularly relevant for this study, our main concern here is to develop a method for exposing
underlying values in a design management context based on Adorno and Horkheimer’s analysis. One
of the fundamental points of the critique brought forward by the Frankfurt School is directed
towards instrumental rationality – the form of rationality that emphasises efficiency of means as
opposed to a rationality of goals. Following Julier’s definition of design as a process rather than an
end in itself puts design up for scrutiny, the form of scrutiny that exposes ‘false consciousness’ and
identifies underlying motivations.
Given the vehement opposition to the development of consumerism and the culture industries that
Adorno and Horkheimer expressed, introducing their critique into a collaborative project with a
major industrial organisation can easily lead to a dismissive stance on the morality of the
collaboration – simply that any involvement with commercial enterprises helps promote the
ideologies of domination that gloss over the realities of exploitation. This oppositional view has
historically dominated research on businesses and organisations, but as Gilbert (2008) argues,
refusing to engage with consumer economies has not thwarted their expansion. Critical researchers
need to engage, and the subsequent critique of Adorno and Horkheimer’s stance on contemporary
consumerised society helps identify critiques as a meaningful way to engage in complex situations.
Most notably feminist critique has emerged that questions the dismissal of consumption as a
meaningful practice (Nava 1996) and the discussion of the erosion of any viable position from which
to criticise (Freyerhagen 2013) that is embedded in Adorno’s writing. Especially in a case where the
primary objective of the collaboration is to incite real sustainable change, it can seem positively
immoral not to engage. The collaborative approach, however, does create a complex arena for
research and design to navigate. Therefore, what critical approaches can offer in this context is a
methodology, a tool for exposing values and beliefs in the industry, specifically to ask to what extent
sustainable change is driven by economic interests. However, as we argue that design, seen as an
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opportunistic concept, can be hijacked, so can methodologies unless they are guided by specific
morals and values.
Unless objectivity is that value, such a methodology seems to oppose the conventions of scientific
research. But this is precisely Horkheimer’s argument: that no separation between facts and values
is possible. The role of the critical social researcher is to examine and re-examine, and to accept the
social role of science.
It is from this perspective that we are currently investigating the post-use sphere of fur as material.
A strong argument in relation to sustainability put forward by the fur industry is that the material is
strong and can last for decades (IFTF 2012). However, this is only true if design is placing itself in
‘design for longevity’ strategies (Chapman 2009) and not in fast fashion/trend-based strategies, and
if consumers maintain their garment, have it repaired or re-designed, or pass it on to secondary use.
Also, as fur is an organic material, it is only long-lasting if the consumer stores it appropriately, as it
will otherwise deteriorate and rot (findings described in: Skjold et al. 2016).
As we have found throughout the entire programme, these practices are being conducted to a large
extent on the side of production and the side of consumption and post-consumption. Therefore, we
believe there are best practices to be investigated and learned from the fur industry that might
inspire new and emerging practices in the entire fashion sector − practices that go hand in hand with
sustainability-as-flourishing as they are about handling resources more respectfully than what is
often taking place today.

7

Conclusion and perspectives

In the transition economy, there is a huge need and potential for the ability of design to reframe
problems and embrace their complexity. However, if innovation through design is not critically
incorporated, particularly in industry projects, there is a risk of simply contributing to overall
systemic problems that lead to unsustainability – such as neoliberal growth based on exploitation of
nature and of people. What we suggest is to pair the idea of the unveiling ideologies of the Frankfurt
School and critical theory – often criticised for not engaging with society – with the idea of escalation
and reframing practiced within the design community, and of having the courage to act and engage
with society and industry – even if the tension field between ‘People, Planet and Prosperity’ is
extremely complex.
In the presented project, we do not claim to have found the right balance, only showcased how we
try to incorporate the overall concerns from within the field in which we operate – sustainability and
fashion – into a project that highlights the delicate balance we need in order to navigate as design
researchers.
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